Introduction: The Retreat of Contemporary Political Theory from Democratic Equality (or Why Universal Norms Are Suspect)
In 1995, political theorist Jeffrey Isaac, in an article entitled "The Strange Silence of Political Theory," posed the following question: "given the historical, political, and seemingly theoretical significance of the Eastern European revolution against Soviet communism, why have American political theorists failed to hardly address the topic?" 1 In 2015, one might pose a similar question: given the historical, political, and seemingly theoretical significance of the radical increase in inequality over the past 30 years in the United States, why have American political theorists failed to hardly address the topic? This essay explores how and why mainstream political theory has largely failed to conceive of the rise of neoliberal capitalism as a major threat to democracy in the United States and the world. Over the past 30 years, the predominant form of work in self-identified "radical" political theory has focused on the ontological and epistemological issues of "difference" and "the fiction of the coherent self." 2 Political theory, however, has devoted very little attention to how the right went about constructing a new dominant ideology during this same period. For the past 30 years, post-structuralist and difference theorists have attacked the rational chooser of Rawlsian liberalism as a "falsely universal" subject; meanwhile, the center-right consensus in favor of neoliberal capitalism has succeeded in creating a new hegemonic universal subject-the entrepreneurial, self-sufficient, competitive individual. A simple gleaning of the titles of the three hundred or so articles published between 1990 and the present in Political Theory, the "cutting-edge" journal of the subdiscipline, reveals less than ten articles that explicitly study the relationship between inequality and democracy. 3 By a factor of 30-fold or more the casual observer would find articles on "identity," "difference," and "deconstruction." This is not to deny the importance that "difference" plays within a democratic pluralist society, or the intellectual validity of interrogating how dominant institutional "norms" can constrict identity and choice. But the problem that vexed Rousseau, John Stuart Mill, and Marx remains more relevant than ever: How do inequalities in wealth, income, power, and life-opportunity contradict the formal commitment of liberal democracy to the equal moral worth of persons?
Theorists of "difference" contend that the differential needs of members of particular groups means that one-size-fits-all social policies cannot achieve true equality of life chances for each citizen. But what most theorists of difference have neglected to note is that a political majority no longer exists in favor of social equality, whether a pluralist conception of equality or not. While worrying about the "homogenizing" nature of social welfare liberalism, radical political theory failed to notice that a new "universal" had triumphed within the popular imaginary: the fair treatment of each and all through competition in the unregulated market.
The post-structuralist turn in political theory in part arose as a reaction to fears that "difference politics" "essentialized" and homogenized the status of the self within groups. Post-structuralism rejected not only Rawlsian liberalism's belief in a coherent, rational chooser, but also the granting of primacy by "identity politics" to the group as the shaper of individual identity. Instead, post-structuralist analysis emphasized the labile, incoherent, shifting nature of a "self " constituted by "performative discursive iteration" of social norms. Post-structuralist theorists emphasized the agonal nature of politics and the ever-present possibilities that the "discursive self " could "performatively resist" hegemonic norms. 4 Ironically, just as allegedly radical theorists discerned the "radical Nietzschean" possibilities of individual "resistance," the social and political options of working class and people of color in the United States were being severely constrained by rapidly growing social, economic, and political inequality. 5 This essay analyzes how contemporary political philosophy's primary focus upon epistemological and ontological questions has hindered the
